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Design-led strategies for bushfire preparedness  
Abstract    
To date, both government and fire authorities in Victoria have deployed a variety of 
communication messages on bushfire awareness. Yet, distributing information to a 
wide audience is not enough to increase people’s preparedness for bushfire. These 
forms of communication sustain a transmission process that reinforces the power-
dynamics of control, making audiences passive. It perpetuates the disempowerment 
felt by communities who are not engaged in a dialogic process, further broadening 
the gap between ‘expert’ fire authorities and ‘non-expert’ community. This paper 
presents co-design methods that were used to facilitate a dialogic form of 
communication on bushfire preparedness with community members in the Southern 
Otways, Victoria. The research engaged a group of 20 residents to facilitate co-
creation and communication of local knowledge of the geographical environment 
through visualisation. These methods show potential of bridging relationships 
between neighbours and the importance of social interactions that can lead to better 
fire preparation.  
Keywords: communication, community, design-based methodology, participation, 
visualisation  
 
Introduction 
Evidence now shows that, despite the effectiveness of distributing information to the 
broader public, this method alone is not enough to increase people’s preparedness 
for bushfire (Robinson 2003). The paper further builds on this evidence to argue that 
this form of communication-as-transmission process reinforces the power-dynamics 
that currently exists between the fire authorities and the community. The 
transmission view of communication considers audiences as passive agents. It is 
seen as a way to achieve immediate, unimpeded transmission of messages as a 
form of control of distance and people (Carey 1998). The paper will begin by 
elaborating on the different frameworks of communication that perpetuates the 
obstacles in communicating bushfire risk. It then moves to describe the complacency 
and disempowerment felt by communities, further broadening the gap between 
‘expert’ fire authorities, who has knowledge and experience of bushfires, and the 
community as ‘non-experts’ seen to have little or poor knowledge.  
In an attempt to explore and facilitate a dialogic form of communication, a team of 
researchers undertook investigations in community-level awareness of bushfire risk. 
This paper draws on one particular case study in the Southern Otways, Victoria, 
Australia, a regional coastal area that has been identified as high risk and has not 
seen catastrophic fire since 1939. The research project is a collaborative partnership 
between design researchers from [Name withheld] University, local community 
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organisations and the Community Fireguard facilitator in the Barwon-Corangamite 
area. The data was collated during August 2009-February 2010 that included 
fieldwork, household visits, focus groups and interviews with residents and Fire 
Chiefs. This was followed by a workshop that engaged 20 residents on strengthening 
awareness, resilience and preparedness for bushfires. The latter part of the paper 
describes details of the design-led methods that were trailed during the workshop. 
The term ‘design’ in the context of this paper refers to both the tangible materiality 
(artefacts) and intangible methods and processes. Design thinking is commonly 
described as an iterative process that involves re-framing of what we understand the 
problem to be (Buchanan 1992; Kimbell 2009). Our knowledge changes as we talk to 
different people and undergo various stages of the research inquiry. Instead of 
isolating design to one part of a project (ie to produce the final artefact or technical 
innovation), designers often see their involvement with various aspects of the project 
as an entire design process (Kimbell 2011). Terms such as ‘co-design’ are often 
used to describe processes that help project stakeholders to ‘find solutions for 
themselves’ (Morelli 2007, pp. 5-6). The role of the designer, then, is to amplify the 
creativity of other people (Sanders 2007), facilitating through co-creation and to see 
people as experts of their own experiences and contexts. This role and view was 
critical to this research where the practitioners brought multiple sets of expertise as 
communication designers, researchers and educators.  
As such, the variety of design-led methods described in this paper includes artefacts 
and methods. In particular, it will focus on two design methods called Playful 
Triggers (Akama et al, 2007; Loi 2005) and ‘What if’ scenario cards, which were 
used during the workshop in the Southern Otways. These were used to facilitate co-
creation and communication of local knowledge of the geographical environment. 
Through this process, each resident shared their limited knowledge of their 
neighbours and geographical areas. This in turn opened up assumptions or 
generalisations, inviting other participants to question what they knew. The process 
of visualising tacit or informal knowledge made it tangible and concrete. Casual, 
collective knowledge of others in a bushfire context became substantial, valuable 
and significant for mitigation and planning. These design methods show the 
importance of social interactions and demonstrate potential of bridging relationships 
between neighbours that can lead to better fire preparation.  
 
Defining ‘communication’ 
The term ‘communication’ is a rich tangle of intellectual and cultural strands that 
confronts us with a longing for utopia where nothing can be misunderstood (Peters 
2000). Communication is both the most intuitively human and every-day mundane 
processes, as well as being the force that drive political, religious, commercial and 
personal interactions. 
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The most common definition of ‘communication’ refers to the activity of imparting or 
transmitting messages, information, ideas or knowledge. The transmission view of 
communication dominates in most industrial cultures due to its historical association 
with the movement of goods, people and the rapid development of transportation. 
The rise of the mass media between the 19th and 20th centuries, particularly with the 
invention of the telegraph with its capacity to send electronic messages over long 
distances, made communications more symbolic rather than physical (Morley 2005). 
Early models of mass communication emphasised mechanistic processes where 
explicit units of information were delivered immediately. This was a form of control of 
distance and people (Carey 1988). 
Yet, there is another, ancient concept of communication that is also critical to our 
understanding. Carey describes the ritual view of communication that is linked to 
terms such as ‘sharing’, ‘participation’, ‘association’ and ‘fellowship’. It is connected 
to an ancient identity and common roots to terms such as ‘commonness’, 
‘communion’, ‘community’ and ‘communication’. The connection between 
‘communication’ and ‘community’ is significant where communication can be viewed 
as the very constitution of a community. The key is to recognise that a community is 
not an entity that exists, which happens to communicate. Instead, communities are 
best described as ‘constituted in and through their changing patterns of 
communication’ (Morely 2005, p. 50). Seen this way, a ritual view of communication 
is not the direction and extension of messages in space but it is maintenance of 
society in time and the representation of shared beliefs.  
Communication brings the community into being, rather than provide predefined 
identities, which is then expressed or represented. It is a symbolic order that 
manifests an ongoing, fragile social process (Carey 1988). Carey also draws on 
Dewey’s description of communication as ‘human fellowship’ that produces social 
bonds. Dewey describes that the things people have in common – aims, beliefs, 
aspirations, knowledge, like-mindedness – ‘cannot be passed physically from one to 
another like bricks; they cannot be shared as persons would share a pie by dividing it 
into physical pieces … consensus demands communication’ (Dewey in Carey 1988, 
p. 22). Through this sharing, entities such as ‘communities of interest’ or 
‘communities of practices’ are formed. 
The social process of communication is emphasised further by Bush who explains 
that communication occurs when people complete the messages by ‘bringing their 
own expectations and interpretive practices to the exchange’ (2003, p. 26). This 
critiques the transmission view of communication as sending and receiving 
messages in a ‘neutral’ form. Communication, on a social, personal level is a dialogic 
process of meaning-making through exchange. The process of meaning-making is a 
personal act and it can have many variables (Bush 2003; Krippendorff 2006). 
There is rich discourse in the fields of design, education, psychology, management, 
and community development, for example, that describe the limitation to change, 
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growth, learning and sustainable transformation when the context for such 
development is dominated and enforced by a authorial figure ie, parent-child, 
teacher-student, manager-employee etc. Further compounding the process of 
change and transformation is the complexity of social problems, which has been 
categorised as ‘wicked problems’ (Rittel & Webber, 1973) that defy a standard 
problem-solving approach in eluding clear problem definition. A ‘wicked problem’ is a 
dynamic moving target characterised by interlocking issues, interests and constraints 
and require constant negotiation and cascading, interconnected interventions that 
may not solve the problem, although it should reveal more of its nature and scope for 
more informed intervention. Many scholars (eg. Buchanan 1992) propose the 
suitability of design to such problems on the basis that design is an iterative process, 
especially forms of design founded on co-creation where stakeholders have an 
integral role in managing issues by influencing responses in an ongoing change 
process (Darwin 2010). A key element of many social initiatives is their bottom-up 
orientation and collaborative nature in drawing on the local, situated knowledge of 
people (Parker & Parker 2007).  
In the context of community engagement and bushfire preparedness, a ritual view of 
communication that is dialogic, communal and personal is a critical framework to 
enable, guide and support capacity-building. Such forms of communication that 
emphasises human-to-human engagement, interaction and conversation, can allow 
individuals to ‘make-sense’ of the complex issues and challenges related to 
bushfires preparedness in their own words, view and contexts. Scaffolding a ritual 
view of communication can create and build social bonds where learning and 
transformation of behaviour can take place among a supportive group, leading to 
more resilient and sustainable change. These ideas will be further discussed in the 
paper through the design-led workshops that were conducted. But first, we look at 
current problems in communicating bushfire risks that have used a transmission view 
of communication that is hindering some community’s preparedness for bushfire. 
 
Current obstacles in communicating bushfire risk 
In Victoria alone, there are approximately 14 authorities and agencies competing for 
air-time, potentially providing contradictory messages and overloading the public with 
too much information related to bushfire risks (Fairbrother et al. 2011). For example, 
many elderly residents from the Yarra Ranges, Victoria, had found the paper-based 
information of preparedness ‘excessive’ (Yarra Ranges Council 2010), often having 
difficulty in interpreting the information and how it might apply to their own situation. 
Similarly, residents interviewed in the Southern Otways, including staff from the 
Country Fire Authority (CFA) who provide services to those areas, have also 
disclosed that the Fire Ready information packs delivered to residents remain sealed 
in their plastic packs, unopened and unused.  
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It is not just printed materials that are at risk of being ignored or perceived as being 
ineffective. Interviews with residents in Kilmore-East after 2009 Black Saturday 
tragedy indicates that there was confusion and lack of trust for websites in triggering 
or enacting resident’s fire plan (Elliott & McLennan 2011). Only 1% of those 
interviewed described fire agency websites as the information source in triggering 
their bushfire plans. In fact, almost half of the residents interviewed (51%) relied on 
environmental indications and phone calls from family and friends as cues for 
enacting their plans. Elliott and McLennan’s study reveals that the slowness of 
information updates on websites, the ambiguity of information provided and a 
perceived absence of threat warnings through the official channels of communication 
were some of the reasons for not relying on the internet for information.  
More critical is the unreliability of infrastructure to communicating bushfire 
preparedness. Even if these messages are updated on the website in a timely way 
and worded in a manner that is direct and unambiguous, all electronic forms of 
communication are as reliable as the weakest link. Topography of landscapes makes 
mobile phone or internet reception inconsistent. If power-lines are exposed, they can 
become easily damaged and disconnected in extreme heat, wind and fire, as seen 
during the events of 2009 Black Saturday. A place like the Southern Otways has 
poor coverage in radio, TV, internet and mobile phone. Many residents voiced their 
frustration in being unable to depend on the ABC radio for locally specific, timely and 
relevant news broadcast. Inadequate mobile coverage and poor reception of local 
radio stations are voiced as being one of the most concerning communication 
problems occurring in many regional parts of Australia. 
These communication and infrastructure obstacles put into question the national 
telephone-based emergency warning system that is undergoing implementation. 
Under the ‘Emergency Alert’ system, emergency services will send warning 
messages to phones and mobile phones (CFA website 2011). This method is further 
disadvantaged because the alerts are sent to billing addresses of mobile phones, 
rather than where the phone is at the time of emergency. Many holiday homeowners 
might own a property in high bushfire risk areas, whilst having their main resident 
and postal address elsewhere. Given that the peak bushfire season coincides with 
the summer holidays, there is grave concern that many holiday homeowners and the 
tourists who rent from them, will not receive the SMS alerts. Coupling this fact with 
the accounts from the field reveals that a complete dependency on mass-
communication is not fail-safe. The dominant and prevailing mindset towards 
communication, seen only as a transmission of information, is one of many critical 
obstacles in re-thinking different ways to communicating risk and preparedness for 
bushfires. 
In conjunction with the distanced, print or technology based forms of mass-
communication, the CFA for example, have been conducting Fire Ready 
presentations during the bushfire season for a number of years. However, even 
these locally situated, face-to-face communications have its obstacles. We have 
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observed in a number of locations in Victoria and Tasmania that there were mixed 
views on how the community perceives the role and effectiveness of fire authorities. 
There are strong emotions held by some members of the community caused by 
‘meeting fatigue’ and mistrust that presenters were simply ‘towing the company line’. 
The fire authorities’ speakers who undertake community talks are required to adhere 
to a management-approved script to avoid any potential litigation (Goodman, 
Stevens & Rowe 2009), disabling them from offering personal opinions to questions 
that are locally specific and situated. This impression of impenetrable bureaucracy, 
so unappealing to the locals, is another reason for their lack of attendance and trust. 
Residents in the Southern Otways voiced that the presentations were always the 
same, and they found little value in attending the community meetings. Non-local 
representatives with little in-depth knowledge of the local area are unable to build the 
necessary trust with the community or provide information that is relevant to their 
specific contexts.  
Irrespective of clear, accessible information displayed on websites or receiving 
brochures on household preparation, many residents in the Southern Otways have 
voiced that these have not led them to be more proactive towards bushfire 
preparation. This is also evidenced in the hazards field that provision of information 
is not directly related to the adoption of hazards adjustment (Brenkert-Smith 2010). 
Similarly, these communication devices, due to the variety in medium, messages, 
authority, tangibility and durability, are providing a false perception among the 
community and the fire authorities, that an abundance of communication is taking 
place between these constituents. This can be critiqued, however, that transmission 
and distribution of information is taking place, together with perpetual reinforcements 
of control through such transmissions, reflecting the culture of command and control 
that has traditionally characterised the emergency services. 
It can be argued that the transmission and control of communication diminishes 
empowerment, participation and capacity-building for change by the community. A 
stronger belief in the fire agencies’ ability to manage the threat of bushfire reduces 
levels of personal bushfire mitigation (Paton 2006). To further evidence this view, we 
observed complacency for preparedness and dependency on the fire services to ‘tell 
them what to do’ in many communities in Victoria (Southern Otways and St Arnaud) 
and Tasmaina (Derby, Kingborough and Huon Valley). The changing demographic of 
these areas also compounds issues of dependency and false-expectations. Urban 
dwellers who are used to service delivery are moving into rural settings where self-
reliance and locally-based initiatives become more important. As a result, the influx 
of newcomers is fragmenting the networks and groups within communities like the 
Southern Otways.1 
                                                             
1 For example, see Akama and Ivanka (2010) research on the social network analysis conducted in the Southern 
Otways where they had tried to understand the fragmentation and build connections between neighbours for 
greater preparedness. 
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There is a danger when this false perception, reinforced by the authority of 
communication artefacts, replaces the critical human-to-human engagement needed 
for behaviour change to occur. Informal social processes are also important 
mechanisms for spreading information, yet its critical role lacks recognition in 
bushfire communication. Brenkert-Smith’s (2010) research on communities in 
Colorado on bushfire mitigation indicate the benefits of bridging relationships 
between neighbours and the importance of social interactions that can lead to better 
fire preparation. Knowledgeable neighbours, who share the same risk, can often be 
more trusted, relied upon and become sources of vital information, than the ‘official’ 
experts. Her study reveals that many of these permanent residents become 
interpreters and consolidators of information, tailoring and detailing the information to 
enable it to become immediately applicable to the neighbouring property and local 
environment.  
Next, we look more closely at the ritual view of communication that was explored in a 
workshop with residents in the Southern Oways. The dialogic, communal and 
personal one-to-one interactions between residents were facilitated through a variety 
of design methods.  
 
Exploring various design ‘scaffolds’ 
Playful Triggers to visualise ‘community of place’ 
The term, ‘scaffolding’, is central to the way we undertook participant engagement. It 
has origins in education (Wood, Bruner & Ross 1976) and cognitive psychology 
(Vygotsky 1978). Constructing temporary structures to provide alternative routes to 
problem solving and to enable cooperative learning with one another supports 
learning. Reciprocity is also key tenet to scaffolding (Holton & Clarke 2006) and to 
promote ‘collective generativity’ among ordinary people (Sanders 2002). Participants 
of the bushfire awareness workshop brought their individual knowledge and 
expertise to the group activity, effectively facilitating the learning and understanding 
of the groups’ local environmental conditions and community fabric. The researchers 
undertook a co-design approach to initiate ‘living’ change processes (Meroni & 
Sangiorgi 2011) to facilitate ‘social creativity’ (Fischer 2003) that can generate new 
insights. The design methods described here are change-agents to catalyse action 
and enable people to build their capabilities so they can co-design solutions that 
address their circumstance, rather than being instructed what to do in a top-down 
manner. 
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Fig. A: Playful Triggers used in a workshop in the Southern Otways 
The first design ‘scaffold’ we discuss are Playful Triggers (Akama et al, 2007; Loi 
2005). Figure A shows a close up of the objects that make up the Playful Triggers. 
They are ethnomethodological tools where commonly found objects are used to 
access, interpret, visualise, articulate and communicate implicit knowledge through 
facilitated conversations. This methodology utilises playful, tactile, everyday qualities 
of objects. When placed in a specific context, the artefacts take on the meanings 
placed on them by the participants.  
In the workshops, groups of residents living in the same geographical area were 
asked to use the Playful Triggers to visualise the collective knowledge of their local 
area: a variety of objects, such as buttons, beads, coloured matchsticks and toy 
animals. Each household and individual’s situation is different and they hold expert 
knowledge of the people, land and topography. Through facilitated discussion and 
interaction, the participants visualised the location and number of permanent and 
non-permanent households; holiday homes; those they thought were vulnerable; 
potential geographical, natural or structural hazards; any media and communication 
coverage; and likely direction of the fire (see Fig B).  
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Fig B: A group of residents undertaking the visualisation of their local area 
Many participants took to the visualisation method easily and intuitively, remarking 
that it was an informal, effective way of revealing and capturing and sharing 
collective knowledge. There were several significant observations. Firstly, this 
method gave recognition to participants’ local knowledge, which is critical to bushfire 
mitigation. Locally-situated, current knowledge they shared included vegetation that 
needed cutting, or sharp corners on a dirt-track that is hazardous. Secondly, it 
revealed insights that they were not aware of before. Some quickly realised that they 
knew little about their neighbours or their plans for bushfires. For example, one 
participant thought he knew his neighbours well and recalled that they had discussed 
their bushfire plans. Upon being questioned by his wife, he was unable to detail what 
they were. This lack of knowledge and awareness of others was more acute for non-
permanent residents who only knew a small number of people living nearby. Thirdly, 
the open-nature of the activity enabled them to be less confronted by what they 
didn’t know, and instead, promoted a willingness to share, or be proactive in what 
they didn’t know. For example, one participant who didn’t know the names of those 
living on his street went out later after the workshop, to find out all their names. 
Overall, we observed that there was immediate knowledge transfer among 
participants, facilitated through discussions during this exercise. The interaction and 
conversation among neighbours led to greater awareness and knowledge of others 
residing in their local area. Through knowledge shared among residents living in their 
area, they were able to increase their awareness of other households and the 
environment. The process of visualising ‘tacit’ or ‘informal’ knowledge made it 
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tangible and concrete. Conversation with others enabled assumptions to be 
questioned. Casual, collective knowledge of others in a bushfire context became 
substantial, valuable and significant for mitigation and planning. 
Several residents remarked that this method provided them with an understanding of 
their ‘community of place’ much more than initially conceived. Previously, each 
individual or household held a limited amount of knowledge about their neighbours or 
their geographical area. Sometimes, as illustrated previously, this knowledge was 
assumed or generalised without being critically interrogated. The residents 
understood that this knowledge was critical to their individual bushfire plans – 
highlighting a need for collective neighbourhood-level planning.  
We also observed that this exercise was catalytic to the creation of sub-groups 
gathered around a common cause. Identification of those who are vulnerable 
heightened a general awareness of ensuring that contact was made with them. For 
example, several frail elderly residents (Fig. C) were concerned that they should not 
even be at the workshop since bushfire preparation often involves a great deal of 
physical labour, for example, clearing gutters of debris, mowing the lawn, cutting 
down bushy trees, etc and they were unable to do any of these tasks by themselves 
(at the time, there were no community services that can undertake these tasks on 
their behalf). Yet, there was no need for them to ask others to help. Their 
participation in the workshop activity alone naturally led to conversations about 
where they lived and who they lived nearby. Another participant realised that her 
elderly mother lived close to the two most timid old ladies. The three organised to 
swap phone numbers and then subsequently formed a Community Fire Guard 
group, so they could be better prepared together. Other participants requested if they 
could adopt this method and develop it further, aggregating other forms of data such 
as household’s names, contact numbers, equipment (such as water pump, radio 
scanner, fire bunker etc.) for smaller groups of neighbours.  
  12 
 
Fig C: Elderly ladies undertake the visualisation exercise, with the assistance from one of the researcher 
 
‘What if’ scenario cards 
Assisting people to use their imagination, to stimulate and heighten their emotive-
cognition skills was another method used in the workshop (Fig. D & E). These cards 
dovetailed the exercise after the Playful Triggers visualisation, designed to extend 
the participant’s knowledge gained, and to think specifically about unexpected 
scenarios that could occur in sudden bushfire.  
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Fig D: An example of a trigger scenario and the responses by a participant 
Scenarios are an effective method used in design to stimulate the imagination and 
visualise the future (see. Mazini & Jégou 2004; Stickdorn & Schneider 2010). In the 
context of bushfire preparedness, it reduces the temptation for insular thinking, ‘…it 
can’t happen to me’, which is one of the key obstacles to bushfire preparation.  
Instead, triggering people’s imagination is viewed as a critical mechanism for 
anticipating the threat of fire (Goodman, Stevens & Rowe 2009). The scenarios were 
generated from various interviews and case studies of past bushfire survivors in 
Australia, highlighting common accidents, unexpected occurrences and lack of 
planning that lead to increased risks. Incidents involving pets, farm animals or 
tourists in panic were a common cause for people taking risks. Drawing upon these 
real events, the cards were designed to initiate conversations based on the 
resident’s particular locale. Trigger cards with unforeseen occurrences, such as a 
fallen tree blocking access or poor visibility, were randomly selected from a stack of 
cards. They prompted people to strategise alternative plans to circumnavigate such  
occurrences. Their ideas were then written on another card and shared to lead a 
group discussion (Fig. E). The emphasis of a group conversation enabled a relatively 
safe environment to discuss a scenario – which can set off complex, confronting and 
difficult circumstances – and to really think through each one carefully in guidance 
from the CFG facilitator. 
 
Fig E: One participant thinks through the trigger scenario ‘You are injured and you can’t move or drive’ 
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The scenario cards emphasised the importance of having alternative plans in case 
there were unforeseen circumstances that hindered them from evacuating earlier. It 
also highlighted that some plans were ill considered, for example, the most common 
plan was to go to the beach. Using this scenario, the Community Fireguard facilitator 
talked through the details of its possible risks and what to evaluate and prepare for, 
for example, access to the beach and likelihood of wading in water for a long period 
of time. This exercise guided the participants to think through their plans more 
thoroughly. 
Some participants were baffled by some of the unexpected scenarios from the stack 
of cards. For example, one lady was confronted with the situation, ‘you can’t get in 
touch with your friend’. She is a temporary resident and doesn’t drive and relies on 
public transport. This scenario really troubled her. However, in discussion with 
others, it prompted her to think through how to avoid or get around this situation if 
she couldn’t get hold of her husband.  
The significance of this methodology in fostering ground-up dialogue is 
demonstrated by the 18 evaluation sheets that were returned, all indicating that the 
event and the activities were effective in raising awareness on bushfire preparation. 
As a result of attending the Awareness Day, majority of the participants also signed 
up to the Community Fire Guard2. The workshop method is very open-ended, 
scaffolded in a way to enable the conversation to take its natural course. Visualising 
each person’s understanding catalysed numerous location-specific, bushfire related 
conversations, driven by the participants themselves. What was most striking to 
observe is how motivated and willing all participants were in taking part in the 
activities, due to its playful, game-like design. For example, several participants 
asked if they could take away the set of ‘what if’ scenario cards to help them 
reinforce their bushfire plans when they returned home. Such serendipitous 
outcomes cannot be scripted or instructed in a communication message. However, 
through carefully facilitated and scaffolded engagements, serendipitous discovery 
and tangential conversations can be designed into an activity, as demonstrated by 
this methodology. 
 
Conclusion 
The process of raising awareness to lead to effective bushfire preparedness 
depends on various factors that can encounter significant obstacles, requiring a 
dynamic and multi-layered approach to community awareness and engagement. 
This paper has demonstrated the shortcomings in over-emphasising communication 
                                                             
2 When this research began in August 2009, the CFG had only recently been initiated in the Southern Otways. 
The research team had partnered with the CFG facilitator for the workshop to provide more visibility to the CFG 
activities, as well as recruit new participants.  
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based on solely transmitting information. Limited understandings of communication 
are obstacles in achieving behaviour change that is engaging and sustainable. It 
argued that catalysing behaviour change could only occur when the actors are 
enacting their self-empowerment. Our exploration of fostering knowledge sharing in 
a social context through a variety of design methods could be developed further, in 
parallel with more formal methods initiated by the fire authorities. There is untapped 
potential at the community level for households to learn from and assist one another. 
Yet this informal, participatory form of communication lacks stronger recognition by 
the fire authorities that are more concerned about the danger of promoting 
misguided information. It is critical to understand that the methods we explored are 
catalysts to building relationships for communities who, ultimately, have to rely on 
their shared resources and networks in a catastrophic event like a bushfire. In these 
dramatic events, communication can catalyse social cohesion and fellowship that 
become one of the most vital lifelines that residents can depend upon. Our team are 
continuing discussions with the fire authorities and, in particular with the DSE on 
their program on ‘fire learning network’ that have fruitful synergies with our 
approach3. Other examples include the use of social media technology, like Bushfire 
Connect (Funnell 2011), which crowd-sources information from the community who 
become the first responders to a bushfire event. These initiatives show potential for a 
hands-on, participatory engagement that is promoted and supported by partnerships 
among bushfire researchers, community organisations and fire authorities.  
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